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Carson McCullers is a modern female writer with a unique style in the history of 
American literature in the 20th century, well-known for her deep insight into the inner 
mind of human beings and everlasting intuition. She came on the literary scene in a 
gesture of a “wunderkind” and achieved professional proficiency step by step. Her 
maiden novel The Heart Is a Lonely Hunter marked the beginning of her literary 
career; Reflections in a Golden Eyes roused wide-ranged controversy from critics; The 
Ballad of the Sad Café defined her position as an excellent writer; and The Member of 
the Wedding was considered as her most mature novel. Taking a wide view of 
McCullers’s fiction, readers could find that she is an expert in creating transsexual and 
transgender characters. Based on her own special experiences, McCullers has 
expressed profound understanding and humanistic care about these people.  
Using these four representative novels as textual materials, this thesis aims to 
apply Virginia Woolf’s androgyny theory to analyze the male and female characters in 
McCullers’s fiction and reveal McCullers’s advanced counter-patriarchy androgynous 
vision in the background of the “Southern Belle”. Besides, the thesis also points out 
the limitations of the androgyny in McCullers fiction that they could not transcend. 
This thesis is divided into six parts including an introduction and a conclusion. In 
the introduction, a general presentation about Carson McCullers and her fiction as 
well as an overview and classification of McCullers criticism are done to bring 
forward the theme and significance of this study. 
The first chapter traces the formation and development of androgyny theory from 
the perspectives of mythology, philosophy, religion, psychology and literature in 
particular. Then Virginia Woolf’s androgynous vision embodied in A Room of One’s 
Own is drawn forth, which includes two aspects: on one hand, she thinks that 
everybody possesses androgynous characteristics; on the other hand, she emphasizes 
that the androgynous mind is most creative and productive. Finally, McCullers’s 















McCullers inherits her androgynous vision from Woolf, the two female writers indeed 
share much in common in terms of social background, love and marriage and life 
experience. Therefore, it is reasonable and significant to apply Woolf’s vision to 
McCullers’s characters. 
The second chapter conducts an analysis of the female androgyny in Carson 
McCullers’s fiction. McCullers portrays some tomboyish adolescents and mannish 
women, represented by Mick Kelly in The Heart Is a Lonely Hunter and Frankie 
Addams in The Member of the Wedding and Amelia Evans in The Ballad of the Sad 
Café. They embody both masculinity and femininity at the same time. They exhibit 
androgynous characteristics in their appearance, dressing, behavior and inner mind.  
The third chapter reveals how the male characters in Carson McCullers’s fiction 
display androgynous features. Biff Brannon in The Heart Is a Lonely Hunter is typical 
of androgyny. His masculine appearance and rational mind speak of his masculinity. 
However, his sexual impotence implies his impaired masculinity, and his secret 
cross-dressing as a female and apparent parental desire also indicate his femininity. 
Captain Penderton in Reflections in a Golden Eye and John Singer in The Heart Is a 
Lonely Hunter are male homosexuals who incorporate both masculinity and 
femininity and who can also be classified as androgynous. 
The fourth chapter deals with the significance of Carson McCullers’s 
androgynous vision and limitations of androgyny in McCullers’s fiction. Through 
building those androgynous characters, she expresses her protest against the 
traditional binary opposition between the two sexes and hegemony of heterosexuality. 
However, the androgynous characters are not perfectly balanced and harmonious as 
Woolf expects. She could not transcend the limitations imposed by her particular 
social background. In McCullers’s fictional world, femininity is inferior to 
masculinity, which is illustrated by her denial of motherhood, fear of women and 
depowerment of femininity.  
The thesis comes to the conclusion that McCullers’s fictional world is populated 
by many androgynous characters that embody both masculinity and femininity, such 















This is indicative of McCullers’s yearning for multi-polarization of gender and 
sexuality as well as her anticipation for harmony between the two sexes. Despite the 
limitations, the androgyny in McCullers’s fiction will possibly achieve a state of 
harmony and the human society will finally realize its gender ideal with the 
multi-polarization of the social development. 
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Within the scope of American Southern literature, Carson McCullers (1917-1967) 
is paralleled with Catherine Anne Porter, Flannery O’ Connor, and Eudroa Welty as 
one of the most significant female writers. Her literary achievements mainly lay in her 
remarkable versatility whereas her productivity was greatly limited by her physical 
illness which beset her for over half of her life. She had won critical and popular 
approbation by her diverse literary genres: four novels and a novella, two plays and 
dozens of short stories and essays, as well as a few poems and an unfinished 
autobiography.  
As a precocious writer, McCullers wrote most of her renowned works in her 
early twenties and established her literary reputation as a “wunderkind” by her 
startling maiden novel The Heart Is a Lonely Hunter (1940), followed by Reflections 
in a Golden Eye (1941), The Ballad of the Sad Café (1943), and The Member of the 
Wedding (1946). Although her last novel Clock without Hands (1961) turned out to be 
an unsuccessful attempt, McCullers has already occupied a consolidated position and 
received enough recognition from her reviewers and critics. Walter Allen tended to 
put McCullers above her female contemporaries, “Faulkner apart, the most 
remarkable novelist the South has produced is Carson McCullers” (1965:132). 
Similarly, Tennessee Williams, McCullers’s devoted friend and admirer, also claimed 
that even if she was not the greatest writer in the world, she was the greatest writer in 
America. V. S. Pritchett also testified McCullers’s talents with “Such a genius is Miss 
Carson McCullers, the most remarkable novelist, I think, to come out of America for a 
generation” (Josyane, 2001:208). However, McCullers did not always enjoy wide and 
enthusiastic acclaim from the critics from the very beginning of her literary career up 
to this day; instead, she has undergone ups and downs in terms of critical reception. 
Since The Heart Is a Lonely Hunter thrust McCullers on the literary scene, she has 
become the new beloved and focal point of literary criticism. Nevertheless, upon her 















publication of Virginia Spencer Carr’s definitive biography The Lonely Hunter, since 
when Carson McCullers has become a rising topic in the literary circle.  
In the survey of literary review about McCullers, the very initial and also 
substantive critical attention was fastened on the themes of her novels. Labeled as a 
“lonely hunter”, McCullers has an apparent predilection for the themes of love, 
loneliness, alienation and morbidity. Anybody who wants to have access to the 
essence of McCullers’s works could not make it without understanding “spiritual 
isolation”, a definitive term to cover the appearance of her critical study. McCullers 
herself once claimed that “Spiritual isolation is the basis of most of my themes. My 
first book was concerned with this, almost entirely, and of all my books since, in one 
way or another” (1975:280). Especially representative of this kind of reading was 
Oliver Evans’s essay “The Theme of Spiritual Isolation in Carson McCullers”, in 
which he argued that “the same fundamental pattern exists in all of Mrs. McCullers’s 
major prose works” (1961:348). In McCullers’s fictional world, spiritual isolation is 
usually associated with the impotence of love. According to John B. Vickery, “Carson 
McCullers has been concerned with exploring the world of love”, where reciprocity 
between lover and the beloved seemed impossible (1960:13). All of McCullers’s 
characters share a particular quirk in the exercise of their capacity to love—they exist, 
and eventually expire, by falling in love with a hopeless hope. And it is also not 
difficult to find that McCullers’ works are populated with the deformed, the 
marginalized and the outsiders, for example, the deaf mute, the hunchback, the 
homosexuals, and the voyeuristic. Gleeson-White pointed out that McCullers 
“conjures up the strange worlds of freakish outsiders placed in lovelorn barren 
landscapes, penetrating heat, and closed spaces, with themes of miscegenation, sexual 
deviance and bloody violence” (2001:108).  
 Those early readings were invariably confined to a shared view of “spiritual 
isolation” and hence were termed as “New Critical Consensus”. The dominating 
influence of “New Critical” analysis was so overwhelming that McCullers studies 
became reductive and repetitive. Dayton in his essay “Carson McCullers: Variations 















and desire” (Kohler, 1951:1). To diversify the approaches to McCullers, critics tended 
to redress McCullers study by examining her works from manifold perspectives. In 
response to accusations of inattention to historical and social contexts, critics began to 
explore the social and moral functions of her novels. In Presley’s essay “The Moral 
Function of Distortion in Southern Grotesque”, he pointed out with insight: “Mrs. 
McCullers emphasizes the darkness of life without the light of love” (1972:40). Rich 
also commented on her “treating successively the ideas of the nature of government, 
the failure of democracy, and the condition of freedom” in The Heart Is a Lonely 
Hunter (1977:109). Stacy Reece in his MA dissertation, from a Marxist position, 
argued that McCullers “deals with oppression and exploitation in a Southern cotton 
mill society” (2003:5).  
In addition, other subordinate themes such as racial and religious issues also 
called intensive attention from critics. Concerning The Heart Is a Lonely Hunter, a lot 
of critics were likely to regard it as a religious parable in which Singer is a God figure 
and other major figures are trying to seek sympathy and redemption from him. For 
further understanding, Laurie Champion claimed that “The use of Willie as a Christ 
figure in the novel demonstrates the cruel plight of the Negro as a hunter without any 
weapons to aid him in his fight against racism” (1991:51). Cynthia Wu also asserted 
that “In Carson McCullers’ 1936 collection of short stories, The Ballad of a Sad Café 
and Other Stories, issues of ethnic difference, white racialization, and the negotiation 
of identities play a central role” (2001:44).  
For more refreshing interpretations, some critics inclined to focus on the texts 
and explore the writing techniques and narratology employed in her works. John 
McNally insisted that the narrator in The Ballad of a Sad Café is “a character in the 
story” whose “presence on the scene” could be traced (1973: 40). Mary Ann Dazey 
made a stylistic analysis of The Ballad of a Sad Café and revealed that “McCullers 
has created a single narrator with two distinctly different voices” (1985:34). In the 
essay “The Realistic Structure of ‘The Heart Is a Lonely Hunter’”, the author 
presented “the failure of communication, the isolation and the violence prevalent in 
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